MARLBOROUGH
Besides his sister Arabella John had a tic of kinship and
acquaintance with another favourite of high importance,
On the eve of his restoration Charles II met at The Hague
Barbara Villiers, then newly married to Roger Palmer, after-
wards Earl of Castlemaine, She became his mistress ; she
preceded him to England ; she adorned the triumphs and
enhanced for him the joys of the Restoration. She was a
woman of exceeding beauty and charm, vital and passionate
in an extraordinary degree. In the six years that; had passed
she had borne the King several children. At twenty-four,
in the heyday of her success, this characteristic flower of the
formidable, errant Villiers stock was the reigning beauty of
the palace. She held Charles in an intense fascination. I let-
rages, her extravagances, her infidelities seemed only to bind
him more closely in her mysterious web. She was John
Churchill's second cousin once removed. His mother's
sister, a Mrs Godfrey, was her closest confidante. The
young page, it is said,1 was often in his aunt's apartments
eating sweets, and there Barbara soon met and made friends
with this good-looking boy. Very likely she had known him
from his childhood. Naturally she was nice to him, and
extended her powerful protection to her young and spright ly
relation. Naturally, too, she aroused his schoolboy's admira-
tion. , There is not, as we shall hope to convince the reader,
the slightest .ground for suggesting that the beginning of
their affection was not perfectly innocent and such as would
normally subsist between a well-established woman of the
world and her cousin, a boy of sixteen, newly arrived at the
Court where she was dominant.
That Barbara was an elevating influence upon John's life,
even in these early days, it is far from our purpose to con-
tend. Says Burnet:2
The ruine of his [Charles'] reign, and of all his affairs, was
occasioned chiefly by his delivering himself up at his first coming
over to a mad range of pleasures. One of the race of Villiers,
then married to Palmer, a Papist, soon after made Earl of Castlc-
maine, who afterwards being separated from him was advanced
1 The New Atalantis (ed. 1720), i, 51,          * History of My Own Tint, L 04.